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With the process of globalization, the integration tendencies in different regions 
have been gaining momentum. The European Union and the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations are the most prominent examples for successful regional organizations. 
The main objective of this thesis is to conduct a comparative research on the 
approaches adopted by the two different organizations. Although both the EU and ASEAN 
had the same objective to develop and deepen the regional integration, they adopted 
different approaches which resulted in achieving different levels of region-building.  
Therefore, this research aims to explore the development of regionalism as a basis 
for the study and to observe closely the integration processes in Europe and Southeast Asia. 
From this, in order to answer the research question, it will explore in details the 
characteristics of the Community method and the ASEAN Way, and it will compare the 
two approaches. 
The major findings are two folded. Firstly, due to different historical and cultural 
backgrounds the two organizations adopted different approaches to region-building. Thus, 
they achieved levels and structures of integration which differ significantly. Nevertheless, it 
is impossible to single out a best single approach to regional integration as each region has 
its unique characteristics. Thus, both organizations should learn from each other’s 
experience. Secondly, as a result of the common challenges that the EU and ASEAN had to 
face during the last years, the two models of integration are growing closer than ever.     
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In the present time of globalization, the regional integration processes are gaining more 
and more importance with regard to the development of the international system. Presently, 
there are a number of examples of regional integrations in different parts of the world. In 
Europe and Asia, the most prominent regional integrations are the European Union and the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations.  
Over the past centuries, Asia and Europe have played an important role in the shaping 
of the modern world and ways of life. But these two regions have also been ravaged by 
wars: their new discoveries and dynamism were often channeled into violence and 
destruction.  
In Europe, two consecutive generations suffered from the destruction of the two world 
wars; in the 20th century too many years were wasted in fighting. Similarly in Southeast 
Asia, nations were colonized for many years and conflicts have not disappeared from the 
region yet. At last in Europe, common values began prevailing, and both economic and 
political integration became a reality. The story of the European Union (EU)—as it is now 
named after few changes—is a mixed one but, on balance, a positive one. This has 
convinced many persons in different parts of the world to consider it a good example of 
regionalism to be followed, even to be copied, at least in some principles and aspects of 
governance. In the same time, the region-building in Southeast Asia was provoked by the 
need of the nations to protect their independence and national sovereignty. Although, the 
ASEAN’s regional integration has often been pointed as weak and instable, it proved to be 
strong enough to overcome the Asian financial crisis. 
Today the European Union has 27 member states and covers various public policy areas 
ranging from agricultural support and regional development to monetary policy-making 
and environment protection. The newly accepted Treaty of Lisbon further strengthened the 
institutional structure of the EU. ASEAN, on its side, has set up a strategy for deepening 


















However, Europe and Southeast Asia have followed different paths of regional 
integration and cooperation. In Europe, regional integration has been based on a solid 
institutional and legal foundation. The European Commission, the Council of Ministers, the 
European Parliament, the European Central Bank and the European Court of Justice 
comprise the institutional structure that supports the European policy-making process. The 
EU law has acquired a semi-supranational legal status through the principles of primacy 
and direct effect. Furthermore, the qualified majority voting shows that the regional 
integration has moved beyond the intergovernmental level. In Southeast Asia, the 
cooperation has been based on the principles of ASEAN Way. The member states have 
accepted the principles of respect of sovereignty, non-interference in the internal affairs, 
and non-use of violence in regional conflicts as a solution of regional problems. The 
regional cooperation has been built on the basis of intergovernmental agreement and 
consensus. 
It is an interesting fact that even though ASEAN is one of the most advanced forms of 
regionalism, it has not gained much attention in IR comparative studies so far. This does 
not mean that Southeast Asia is not presented in the IR studies. On the contrary, there are a 
large number of studies on the causes, circumstances and development of ASEAN, but 
most of them locate the Association in the context of East Asia’s specific history. 
On one hand, the European Union is considered to be the most integrated and the most 
state-resembling kind of cooperation between states. There are serious reasons supporting 
this conception. Firstly, it was the first regional integration created in the beginning of the 
1950s. Secondly, its present supranational framework requires conformity from member 
states. Furthermore, the EU is often considered as a model of integration. William Wallace, 
for example, sees the EU as “……the archetype of regional integration”1. Such opinions, 
even though argued by some scholars, undoubtedly influence the regionalism studies.   
On the other hand, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations is the most interesting, 





















Established in 1967, it is one of the oldest regional integrations. Despite only ten years of 
difference, however, progress and pace of integration in ASEAN and EU are different. The 
EU is far more institutionalized, while ASEAN remains mostly on intergovernmental 
character2. One possible answer is that the Southeast Asian organization differs from the 
EU. Hence, the different character of the integration process of ASEAN would be a logical 
consequence. However, with the development of regionalism and its growing importance, 
the question about the future of ASEAN rises. Will it develop into a unique community and 
follow the ASEAN Way or implement other models of integration and build its structure 
according to already existing models? 
Since the establishment of ASEAN, the ASEAN Way has been a unique characteristic 
of the organization. Amitav Acharya argues that the consensus, the lack of binding and the 
informal cooperation, set the basis for the success of ASEAN3.  
However, the recent developments pose the question if the Southeast Asian 
organization is looking at the European model of integration. One example of this trend is 
the ASEAN Charter adopted in 2007 which can be perceived as an EU-inspired 
constitutional document aiming to make ASEAN a rules-based organization4. On the other 
hand, officials from ASEAN point out that they have to learn from the European 
experience but without emulating. In 2009 ASEAN Secretary-General Surin Pitsuwan 
stated “the European Union has been and remains our inspiration, not our model. Not yet, 
anyway”5. 
A comparative research of the region-building process in the two regions is a valuable 
knowledge about the development of the two regional organizations. By researching the 
                                                            




4  “EU‐ASEAN:  ever  closer”,  EU  press  release,  IP/09/834,  27/05/2007,  available  at 
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/09/834&format=HTML&aged=0&language=E
N&guiLanguage=en, last accessed in February 2011.  




















approaches to region-building, we can better explain the similarities and differences 
between them and draw conclusions on the prospects. 
My research questions in this thesis go as follows: Having the same objective of further 
deepening the region-building process, what are the differences and linkages between the 
approaches of the EU and ASEAN? What are the consequences of adopting different 
approaches to regional integration? Is there a single best model of regional cooperation or 
both organizations can learn from each other’s experience? My first hypothesis is that 
ASEAN is only inspired to a certain degree by the European experience and it has 
developed its own unique approach that corresponds to the specific characteristics and 
needs of the member-states. My second hypothesis is that there is no single best model of 
regional-building as every region has its own background and features. Furthermore, both 
regions have what to learn and improve by looking into each other’s experience. 
The way this research is structured is that, firstly, I will outline the debate on 
regionalism, its history, typology and the theoretical framework used. Then I will provide 
in two different chapters overviews of the historical background and the development of 
the regional processes in both EU and ASEAN. Next, I will examine closely the two 
different approaches to region-building, adopted by the two organizations. Lastly, I will 
look into the similarities and differences deriving from the two approaches. Moreover, I 
will touch upon the lessons EU and ASEAN can draw from each other’s experiences. 
The importance of the study is, firstly, to show the development of region-building in 
the two regions and its unique characteristics in the two cases. Secondly and most 
importantly, to prove that although the objective might be the same, every region follows 
its unique path towards regional integration and there is no best single model applicable for 
any case. Thus, the best would be if the cooperation between EU and ASEAN will lead to 
the revelation that both organizations have lessons to give and to learn, and these lessons 
have to comply with the regional characteristics. Undoubtedly, the different models of 
integration suppose a very comprehensive research. Thereby this study can be merely a 






















In this chapter I will focus on the broad debate on regionalism. The purpose is to 
present the main assumptions, claims and different stands of regionalism existing in the 
literature. The starting points are based on the facts that regionalism is a growing area and 
it is not a homogenous issue thus one can differentiate many subtypes and many distinct 
theories of integration. Lastly, I will touch upon the main characteristics of economic and 
political regionalism as being the models adopted by ASEAN and EU respectively. 
The rationale of the increasing regional cooperation can be found in the growing 
complexity of the contemporary world, the growing number of international actors and last, 
but not least the process of globalization. As the latter gains momentum, it also triggers 
regional integration process as an attempt of the nation-states to respond to challenges, to 
gain benefits and to escape negative consequences.   
 
1. Conceptualizations & historical overview 
 
For the purposes of the study, it is very important to make a difference between 
some basic notions such as “regions”, “regionalism” and “regionalization”. Although 
different opinions exist regarding the scope and definitions of the terms, a reconciliatory 
stand is possible. In the case with “region”, a mid-point is offered by J. Nye who defines it 
as: “a limited number of states linked together by a geographical relationship and by a 
degree of mutual interdependence”6. According to him the degree of interdependence is 
different in the different areas thus distinguishing political integration (the formation of 
transnational political system), economic integration (the formation of transnational 
economy) and social integration (the formation of transnational society)7. In the same time, 
                                                            




















regions do not need to conform to state boundaries. It is possible that they comprise 
substate as well as suprastate and trans-state units, thus introducing different models of 
organization and cooperation. There are different kinds of regions. In the debates on new 
regionalism, region refers to administrative units. They can represent simultaneously 
functional regions that are based, for example, on labor markets. Another kind is the 
homogenous or formal regions which are based on the classification of human and physical 
features8. 
The importance to define “region” is obvious when it comes to the moment to give 
definition of “regionalism”. The latter represents a state-led activity, a top-down approach 
where state and non-state actors form certain formal groupings and institutions in order to 
cooperate and to support regional identity. Thus the main objective of regionalism is to 
promote and achieve common goals in one or a number of areas9. Furthermore, its scope 
ranges from promoting a sense of community (soft regionalism), through consolidating 
regional groups, to pan- or subregional groups formalized by interstate arrangements and 
organizations (hard regionalism). Presently, a regionalist projects requires linkages or even 
a convergence between states and regional governance structure in order to keep up with 
the development of the integration processes.  
“Regionalization”, on the other hand, represents a bottom-up approach happening 
without supervision as a result of economic and political interdependence.  While 
regionalism is a policy or project, regionalization is both project and process. 
Regionalization may lead to the formation or shaping of regions which may respectively 
lead to the emergence of regional groups, actors and organizations10. Thus regionalization 


























In the case of ASEAN, both regionalism and regionalization have been existing and 
overlapping. The same is true for the European Union, where state-led policies intertwine 
with growing coherence between individuals and economies. Thus, it is very important to 
look deeply into the make-up of each region in order to understand its approach, prospects 
and possibilities.  
Certainly, it is necessary to look into the history of regionalism from a comparative 
perspective which will contribute to the better understanding of the process of regional 
integration and thus to the purposes of this work.  
The period after the end of the Second World War is characterized by a 
proliferation of regional organizations of which some failed, others survived and 
expanded11. The European Steel and Coal Community based on the idea of an economic 
community became a key integration project. The challenges posed by the decolonization 
processes and the Cold War also contributed to the increased popularity of regional 
organizations. These years were very important in the development of regionalism 
providing experience in economic integration, institutional development, balancing power, 
non-alignment and the development of security communities. The subregional cooperation 
which took place in the later years was also an important stage. It saw regional actors 
consolidating their new independence, shaping the local economic and security 
environment. The changing international orthodoxy and a number of security challenges in 
the later period of the Cold War led to the birth of new regional projects among which was 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations12.     
The end of the Cold War offered new paths for the development of regionalism. 
The latter was promoted and supported by the decentralization of the international system 
and the change in the regional power balances. The expression “new regionalism” came in 





















different organizations13.  Changing regional power balances found expression in new 
institutional forms and practices. The example of EU generated competitive region-
building in both the Asia-Pacific region and the Americas.  
In summary, two processes can be observed. Firstly, the popularity of regional 
organization has been increasing. Secondly, the cooperation within the regional groupings 
has developed and deepened. What usually started as economic cooperation gradually 
gained a political dimension. The European Union provides an excellent example. In the 
beginning the European Communities started as an economic project aiming at bolstering 
the internal trade flow and gradual establishment of customs between the member states. 
Later on with the strengthening of the political cooperation came also the supranational 
character of the Union14. 
The feature that explains the best the process of regionalism in the different regions 
of the world is its identity. In Southeast Asia the notion “ASEAN way” comes to define the 
approach towards regional integration. In the case of the European Union, the construction 
of shared identity has proceeded slowly, hand in hand with institutional development and 
deepening integration.   
 
2. Old and New Regionalism 
 
As observed above, regionalism has been gaining stronger positions thus the world 
witnesses an increasing popularity of regional integration projects. Throughout the second 
half of the 20th century, new forms of regional cooperation have been observed all over the 
world. In general, two waves of regionalism have been differentiates. The first one started 
in the 1950s and continued until the early 1970s (then often referred to as “regional 
integration”). The beginning of the second wave was in the end of the 1980s and the 
                                                            






















beginning of the 1990s with the end of the Cold War and the political changes that 
occurred in the world (referred to as “new regionalism”)15. 
 
2.1. Old regionalism 
 
The first approaches to regional integration were focused on the problem with 
ensuring peace and saw the nation-state as the problem rather than the solution. The main 
theories were federalism, functionalism and neofunctionalism16. Federalism, which first 
inspired the European integration, represented more a political programme rather than a 
theory. The main threat of the federalist was their skepticism with regard to the nation-state. 
Functionalism is usually related to the name of David Mitrany 17 . Its main 
assumption was that the provision of common needs and functions is able to unite people 
across state borders therefore to build peace. Functionalists were focused on the function 
and not on the form like federalists. The main focus of functional cooperation should be on 
technical and basic functional programmes and projects within clearly defined sectors. In 
their view, international cooperation was preferred to regional cooperation. The main 
critics of Mitrany toward federalism and neofunctionalism were built around the fact that 
both were primarily based on territory rather than function. In his opinion territoriality was 
part of the Westphalian logic (the nation-state being in the center). However, Mitrany 
perceived the European Steel and Coal Community as an acceptable organization. 
The most reputed theory during the 1960s was the neofunctionalism. The central 
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